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Out magazine that used a line from an Emmeline Pankhurst speech in which she declared "I'd rather be a rebel than a slave". They argued that the filmmakers had failed to consider the slogan's racist origins and contemporary resonances: the connotations of the term 'rebel' with the pro-slavery South in the US Civil War, and the opportunistic comparison that Emmeline Pankhurst made on a visit to the United States in 1913 when she called upon her audience to free women just as they had already freed "the Negro", while ignoring the continued oppression of African Americans. 4 Many discussions on feminist social media extended this critique not only to the film's representation of this historical period, but to the suffrage movement itself, which was condemned by some as nothing more than white feminism for white feminists. 5 
4
The creators of Suffragette had taken great care to offer a historically accurate portrayal of the militant suffrage movement, consulting Professor June Purvis and appointing Professor Krista Cowman as the historical advisor. Sarah Gavron even published an article on the making of the film in the leading academic journal Women's History Review. 6 The importance of historical accuracy was also foregrounded in the response to criticisms of Suffragette's race politics. Time Out's official reply to complaints about its photoshoot insisted that Emmeline Pankhurst's use of the term "rebel" had been taken out of context and had nothing to do with the US Civil War.
7 When interviewed on BBC Radio, Sarah Gavron, reminded her critics that the British suffrage movement should not be confused with its counterpart in the United States. Whereas, she argued, North American suffrage had at times excluded Black women from its ranks, this did not occur in Britain. Gavron also maintained that it was anachronistic to demand that women of colour be represented in the film, since in 1912 there were very few Black people living in the UK. Researchers for the film had only found one woman of colour involved in the WSPU, the Indian Princess Sophia Duleep Singh, who was not part of the working-class women's movement that the film focused on. 8 
5
Historian Sumita Mukherjee wrote about the mis-use of a 1911 photograph of 'Indian suffragettes', widely circulated on social media by those who condemned their erasure from the film. Although she argued for the need to move away from Anglo-centric narratives of the suffrage movement, and to recognise the degree to which it was a global struggle fought for by women around the world, Mukherjee was nevertheless troubled by the uncritical deployment of the photograph. As she pointed out, the Indian women in the picture were not, in fact, fighting for votes for Indian women living under colonial rule, but were participating in a British suffrage procession that celebrated Empire. Mukherjee argued that by ignoring the specificity of these women's backgrounds and politics (Sophia Duleep Singh was well connected within the British establishment and occupied a grace and favour apartment at the Royal Palace of Hampton Court), even the most well-intentioned moves to celebrate "diversity" within the British suffrage movement risked obscuring important political differences between these elite Indian women in Britain and the anti-imperialist women's movement in India and Pakistan. In the case of Time Out and Gavron's responses, however, I was concerned that invoking "facts" and historical "expertise" was a way to avoid a debate about a wider truthnamely the problematic relationship that much feminism past and present has had with race and racism. Emmeline Pankhurst may not, in her "I'd rather be a rebel than a slave" speech, have been supporting the pro-slavery South, but she and her daughter Christabel did, during and after World War I, promote a right wing and anti-migrant form of patriotism, and were part of a feminist movement that often supported the British Empire. 10 How could I, as an activist greatly inspired by the politically rich, diverse and often revolutionary movement that I research, convey this to a wider audience without ignoring its problems or its complexity? And how could I, as a (white) historian, listen to and learn political lessons from the concerns of many of today's feminist activists (including many Black feminists) who felt alienated from the feminist history canon, without renouncing much that is valuable and important about that history?
7
One strategy was to delve more deeply into the history itself, in a piece I published on the website of the London-based activist collective Feminist Fightback that I helped to found 10 years ago. 11 Here I attempted to respond to the North American emphasis within many of the criticisms of Suffragette by exploring questions of race and racism in the British context more specifically. I wrote of how the women's suffrage movement in the United States made a conscious decision to renounce the struggle against slavery and the emancipation of African Americans (in their early years the two movements had been closely intertwined), in the hope that this would make their demands for rights for white women more palatable to the powers that be. The British suffrage movement, however, never experienced such an explicit moment of betrayal and rupture. In contrast to the United States, the primary site in which the racism of the British state and society in the nineteenth and early twentieth century played out was not the metropole, but its Empire. Britain was home to some people of colour in this period, but they were a small fraction of the metropolitan population and their history is not, therefore, directly comparable to that of people of colour in North America. 12 Britain carried out exploitation, segregation, violence against and genocide of people of colour "somewhere else" -in the territories it colonised in the Indian subcontinent and parts of Africa. The only sizeable wave of colonial migration into Britain at this time was from Ireland, whose population was both "white" and highly racialized. 13 
8
This had significant implications for how the race politics of British feminism played out, meaning that the movement followed a somewhat different path from what occurred in the United States. Historians Antoinette Burton and Claire Midgley, among others, have written about the dominance of imperialist ideas in the British women's movement. White women frequently argued for political rights for themselves, on the grounds that this would better enable them to play their part in Empire and/or "rescue" their "sisters" in the colonised territories from oppression at the hands of more "backward" societies. 14 A destructive legacy that has weighed heavy on British feminism, and continues to shape the present-day political landscape. Yet there was also space in Britain for currents of anti-imperialist and anti-racist feminism to develop -exemplified by women such as Annie Besant, Harriet Law and Catherine Impey, who were also supporters of women's suffrage. 15 This alternative tradition of feminist politics was certainly a minority one, but it does complicate any attempts to dismiss the history of this movement as "white feminism" concerned solely with the rights of white women and excluding people of colour. The women's suffrage movement in Britain in the early decades of the twentieth century was exceptionally politically diverse, involving conservatives, liberals, socialists, Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Theosophists and atheists, as well as imperialists and antiimperialists -who frequently disagreed with and debated each other over the best way to win the vote and what they would do with it once they had it. Even members of the Pankhurst family took politically divergent paths. Rejecting the increasing conservatism and patriotism of her mother and sister, Sylvia Pankhurst pursued a socialist feminist course, organising with working-class women in London's East End, and was also an active and outspoken opponent of racism, imperialism and fascism throughout the whole of her life. 16 
9
None of this, of course, is news to historians. Yet the lack of historical context to many of the wider debates about the film suggests that we need to try harder at democratising our research. My intention in the Feminist Fightback blog was not to say that British feminism was any less racist than North American feminism, nor to try to absolve ourselves from the overriding legacies of a women's movement that has frequently been dominated by the needs of white middle-class women. Rather, I aimed to show how, by looking more closely at the politics of feminism and race in a historically and geographically specific context -one structured primarily by Empire and a predominantly white metropole -we see how understanding the history of racism within the women's movement solely in terms of "inclusion" vs "exclusion" is inadequate unless we also examine the political content of different strands of suffrage activism. Which, in turn, allowed me to pose some more directly political questions. Which traditions from the past might we want to draw from in feminism today, and which traditions should we reject? What were the possibilities at the turn of the twentieth century for developing an anti-racist feminism within the shadow of Empire and among a predominantly white British population? To what degree did overarching imperialist and racist discourses limit the thinking even of those white feminists who professed solidarity with their colonised "sisters"? And how do these discourses continue to structure feminist thinking today?
10 These discussions continued when I spoke on a panel following a packed out screening of Suffragette at the Genesis cinema in East London. The cinema's location on the Mile End Road, a stone's throw away from many of the key sites of suffrage militancy portrayed in the film, brought the past and the present together in a particularly intimate way. The audience proved perfectly capable of enthusiastically engaging with the film's powerful representations of women in struggle (heckling the police and loudly cheering the heroines), while also contributing to a thoughtful and sophisticated discussion of some of Suffragette's flaws. The risk of a film like Suffragette is not that it might "get things wrong", either historically or politically, since, at least in my experience, collective discussion of its strengths and weaknesses proved that it was possible to be both inspired by the successes of the suffrage movement and learn from its failures. Rather the most dangerous thing that we can do when we represent radical history is turn it into a museum piece, to relegate struggles for social justice to the past and imply that either there is nothing left to fight for or that social change is no longer possible. Sisters Uncut had resisted this narrative when they staged a protest against the Conservative government's cuts to domestic violence services at Suffragette's London premiere; while Feminist Fightback, who organised the Genesis screening, used the proceeds to pay for coaches to ongoing demonstrations outside Yarls Wood detention centre where, in 2018, the British state still imprisons (in this case migrant) women and where those women still use the hunger strike as a tool of resistance. I continue to hope, therefore, that knowing our history can and must help us make better use of it in the present. 
